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Abstract
We report the second record of Puna Ibis, Plegadis ridgwayi J.A. Allen, 1876 (Aves, Threskiornithidae), from Ecuador 
and the first record of this species in seasonally dry tropical forests of the southwest of the country. An individual of P. 
ridgwayi was sighted in November in Zapotillo, Loja province, 440 km from the only previous record in Ecuador and 
65 km from the northernmost Peruvian record. The new record from Ecuador, along with records from the northern 
coast of Peru, suggests that P. ridgwayi may be expanding its geographic distribution northward in this region.
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Introduction
The pelecaniform genus Plegadis Kaup, 1829 has a cos-
mopolitan distribution and includes three species: Plega-
dis chihi (Vieillot, 1817), Plegadis falcinellus (Linnaeus, 
1766), and Plegadis ridgwayi (J.A. Allen, 1876) (del Hoyo  
et al. 2020). The last two species are found in Ecuador 
(Freile and Restall 2018).

Plegadis ridgwayi, Puna Ibis, is a medium-sized spe-
cies of bird (56–61 cm, 478–608 g; Dunning 2008) most 
commonly found in marshes, on lake edges, and in wet-
lands, and often in large flocks (Schulenberg et al. 2010). 
Although its diet is not well known, it is believed to feed 
on arthropods and other invertebrates, which it catches 
mostly by probing into the mud in creeks and flooded 
areas (Matheu et al. 2020). This wading bird is common in 
the central Andes of Peru, western Bolivia, northeastern 

Chile and northwestern Argentina, and occurs at eleva-
tions mainly between 3200 and 4500 m a.s.l. However, 
since the early 1990s, nesting has been reported on the 
coast of Peru (González et al. 1999). BirdLife Interna-
tional (2016) lists the global conservation status of this 
species as Least Concern, despite decreasing popula-
tions due to habitat loss and degradation. In Ecuador, the 
conservation status of P. ridgwayi has not been assessed 
(Freile et al. 2019a), and it has been recorded only once 
in the country, at Limpiopungo Lake (3890 m a.s.l.) in 
Cotopaxi National Park, northern Cotopaxi province in 
the Inter-Andean region (Freile et al. 2019b). Herein, we 
present a second record of P. ridgwayi in Ecuador and 
the first record in the country’s southwestern seasonally 
dry tropical forest.
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Methods
A single individual of Plegadis ridgwayi was photo-
graphed by two of us (JCG and MP) while observing 
waterbirds along the Alamor River, Zapotillo canton, 
southwestern Ecuador. The locality is  within  a season-
ally dry tropical forest, an ecosystem with extensive arid 
zones and predominantly deciduous vegetation (Escrib-
ano–Avila et al. 2017). Plant species characteristic of 
this region are Tabebuia chrysantha (Jacq.) G. Nichol-
son, Ceiba trischistandra (A. Gray) Bakh, Centrolobium 
ochroxylum Rudd, Phytolacca dioica L, Triplaris cum-
ingiana Fisch. & C.A. Mey, Cochlospermum vitifolium 
(Willd.) Spreng, and Gallesia integrifolia (Spreng.) Harms 
(Espinosa et al. 2012). These forests, along with those in 
northern Peru, form the Tumbesian region, an area well 
known for its endemism (Best and Kessler 1995).

We identified this bird using the descriptions by 
Schulenberg et al. (2010) and Matheu et al. (2020). In 
addition, photographs were taken and examined, and our 
identification was corroborated by Juan F. Freile of the 

Ecuadorian Ornithological Records Committee (CERO). 
We determined the nearest records to our new sighting of 
this species using documented evidence available in the 
public online databases Xeno–Canto (www.xeno-canto.
org) and eBird (www.ebird.org). The map was generated 
using QGIS v.2.14 (QGIS Development Team 2016).

Results
New record. Ecuador • Loja province, Zapotillo, Alamor 
River; 04°18′24.53″S, 080°13′16.52″W; 222 m a.s.l.), JCG 
and MP leg.; 10 Nov 2019, at 14h45; observed and photo-
graphed 1 adult individual (Fig. 1). 

An adult Plegadis ridgwayi (Fig. 2) was wading 
slowly in shallow water near the edge of the river, with its 
head elevated (presumably searching for food), lowering 
it only when something under water caught its attention. 
It became aware of our presence after 10 minutes and 
flew off towards the southwest, disappearing from sight. 
Close by and foraging in the same area, where several 
individuals of Himantopus mexicanus (Statius Müller, 

Figure 1. Plegadis ridgwayi distribution and records. A. Distribution range according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature. 
B. Peru’s northernmost and nearest record (orange circle). C. Records in Ecuador: previously known (blue diamond) and newly reported 
(red star).

http://www.xeno-canto.org
http://www.xeno-canto.org
http://www.ebird.org
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1776) (Fig. 2B), Ardea cocoi (Linnaeus, 1766), Egretta 
thula (Molina, 1782), Chloroceryle americana (Yamash-
ina, 1943), Butorides striata (Linnaeus, 1758), and Phal-
acrocorax brasilianus (Gmelin, 1789) were seen. 

Identification. The photographed bird (Fig. 2) had a 
dull pink bill, which was wide and thick at the base, 
slightly curved downward, and pointed towards the tip. 
The base of the bill has a fleshy dark brown band. The 
loreal region was pink, the eyes chestnut, and the rest of 
the body was mainly dark chestnut-colored with some 
fine white streaking on the head and neck. The scapular 
feathers were a glossy green, fading towards the coverts. 
This individual showed the same characteristics as the 
one photographed previously in Cotopaxi National Park 
(Limpiopungo Lake, 0°36′47.79″S, 078°28′23.86″W; 
3875 m a.s.l.) (Ahlman 2015), except that the latter had 
gray facial skin (loreal region) and the head was more 
heavily streaked.

In Ecuador, the only species with which P. ridgwayi 
can be confused is P. falcinellus, due to similarities in 
shape, size, and coloration. However, P. falcinellus is a 
larger and stockier bird, its bill is blackish and twice the 
size of that of P. ridgwayi, and it has a strong, rusty-
brown coloration on the neck, mantle, chest, and thighs. 
There is also a distinctive white line at the base of the 
forehead and at the corners of the bill bordering the back 
of the eyes (Freile and Restall 2018), an obvious diag-
nostic facial pattern lacking in the individual that we 
observed.

Discussion
Our observation of Plegadis ridgwayi is approximately 
440 km southwest of the only previous location in Ecua-
dor (Cotopaxi National Park; Fig. 2). Additionally, the 
elevation of this new record is notably lower (222 m) than 
that of the first record (>3688 m) (Freile et al. 2019b). The 
nearest records within Peru, and also the northernmost 
locations for the species in Peru (Parra and Callán 2011), 
are approximately 65 km southwest from ours.

Furthermore, our record is the first for the spe-
cies in Ecuadorian dry forests. The  Cotopaxi National 
Park sighting was in a high Andean lake, in an area 
dominated by paramo ecosystems mostly composed of 
herbaceous and shrubby vegetation, of which the charac-
teristic genera are Calamagrostis Adans., Baccharis L., 
Gynoxys Cass., Brachyotum (DC.) Triana, and Escallo-
nia Mutis ex L.f. (Ministerio del Ambiente del Ecuador 
2013). The presence of P. ridgwayi in these distinct life 
zones confirms its ecological plasticity in moving across 
large territories and using a variety of resources within 
aquatic ecosystems at different elevations (Chávez- 
Villavicencio 2007).

Despite the fact that our new record of P. ridgwayi 
was in a suitable habitat for the species (Chávez-Villav-
icencio 2007), this observation is unusual for Ecuador 
and, thus, the importance of monitoring this species’ 

presence in the region. The dynamics of the recent pre-
vious records from the northern coast of Peru (Chávez-
Villavicencio 2007; Angulo-Pratolongo et al. 2010; Parra 
and Callán 2011; Rivas et al. 2013), in addition to the 
sightings in Ecuador (Ahlman 2015; herein), suggest that 
P. ridgwayi may be expanding its geographic distribu-
tion beyond its historical area of occupancy (Chávez-Vil-
lavicencio 2007; Schulenberg et al. 2010). Oswald et al. 
(2019) proposed that the expansion of the geographic dis-
tribution of P. ridgwayi along the Peruvian coast during 
the last century is likely a result of the nomadic nature of 
this species in addition to anthropogenic modifications 
of the landscape, namely the application of large-scale 
irrigation practices and the increase of open habitats. 
Elphick (2010) and Toral et al. (2012) have also shown 
that flooded crops, such as rice fields, provide alterna-
tive habitats for a number of waterbirds, including the 
genus Plegadis. According to Alvarez et al. (2015), the 
area under cultivation in Zapotillo has increased consid-
erably since 2000, driven mainly by the implementation 
of the Zapotillo irrigation canal. Much of this cultivated 
land, predominantly planted with rice and corn, is along 
the Alamor River where P. ridgwayi was recorded. 
Therefore, the nomadic nature of this species, combined 
with this change in land use and the presence of a perma-
nent river, are likely responsible for the dispersal of this 

Figure 2. Plegadis ridgwayi on the Alamor River, in Zapotillo, south-
western Ecuador. A. Wading in the river. B. Beside a Black-necked 
Stilt, Himantopus mexicanus (Statius Müller, 1776).
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species to Zapotillo. 
We consider it important to monitor the movements 

of this species, particularly in southwestern Ecuador, 
and to continue research on its natural history and ecol-
ogy. Information on habitat preferences, diet, breeding, 
and other details will allow us to define local conditions 
that facilitate or restrict its presence and mobility in the 
region’s freshwater ecosystems.
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